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County Agent’s Notes: May 23, 2000
Just a few thoughts…
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
As I visit farm supply businesses, nurseries, and garden centers in search of things for my
own projects, or while looking for answers to some of the questions you folks come up with, I
often notice the things people do and say. At a stretch, you might consider this eavesdropping,
but I get a lot of great ideas this way, and I get a feel for just how much the general public knows
about things like soil fertilization, plant diseases, choice of vegetable varieties, and so on.
Many of these things are little details that would not justify writing an entire article about,
and some of them are just reminders of some of the stuff I have covered in the past. This article
will be a gathering of some of these things, just in case you’ve never heard them before, or if you
have forgotten.
The broad subject of vegetable gardening is for most people more of an art than a
science. They have unwittingly assembled all of the passed-along knowledge from their parents,
grandparents, and their gardening friends. Most of this knowledge has sound basis in science,
while some of it falls into another category for which I can think of no appropriate name at this
moment; some of it is useful and some of it is not. After listening to you folks for all this time, I
want to toss out a few of my own ideas, and you can sort them out as to which you want to use
and those you don’t.
Let’s start with the soil because this is the basis of everything. First, the spot you select
for your garden has a huge effect on your success. Some people don’t have a lot of choice
because of limited space, but try to select a well drained spot that gets morning sunlight. If trees
have grown up over the years to shade your plot, try to correct this if you can. Large trees next
to a garden “sap” the soil of water and nutrients, plus they deprive plants of necessary sunlight.
Very few if any garden plants grow well in shade.
So many people have developed the habit of using what are called “level blend”
fertilizers like 13-13-13 or 8-8-8, and they work very well on soils in relatively new sites, but
over the years continued use of this type of fertilizer will cause a buildup of phosphorus, the
middle number. Phosphorus does not go away like nitrogen and potassium, the first and third
numbers. The ideal amount of phosphorus is about 120 pounds per acre. After 20 or 30 years of
using these same fertilizers, the phosphorus level can change from the naturally low levels of 10
to 20 pounds per acre to as high as 1200 pounds per acre or more. When P gets this high, plants
grow poorly, and actually may be mistaken as diseased. On older gardens we very often need to
change to fertilizers with a low middle number, like 15-5-10, or we may need to just use potash,
0-0-60, and sidedress with nitrogen as needed. The other common mistake is that home
gardeners often fail to apply lime; without it pH may fall to levels as low as 4.2 to 4.5 when the
ideal range for most things is 6.0 to 6.5. When liming is not done, fertilizers cannot work as they
should, and plants fail to produce. This is when we get calls with comments like “my garden just
will not grow things the way it used to.”
Another commonly misunderstood area is that of plant disease. Every disease if not
“blight”; there are only 4 diseases that are correctly referred to by this term. Two of them are
diseases of tomato and other members of the Solonaceae family like peppers and eggplant.
These two are the very common “early blight” which affects lower leaves of the plants first; the
other is “late blight” which literally kills the entire plant in 2 to 3 days. Both of these diseases
can be controlled by timely applications of a good fungicide like chlorthalonil which is sold
under several trade names including Daconil and Bravo. Another is “Southern blight” which is
closely linked to incorrect fertilization, drainage, and liming practices, and may affect most
garden plants. The fourth “blight” is fire blight of pear and apple trees that I covered two weeks
ago.
A lot of people buy “blossom set” materials when failure to set blooms is usually caused
by other factors like low bee population, cool nights, and cloudy weather. These products may
be useful when other factors are optimal, but alone they are of little value. Many people attempt
to spray tomatoes for the condition called “blossom-end rot”; this is nothing more than failure of
plants to get enough calcium. Again, liming will usually eliminate this problem, plus good
moisture management can go a long way toward stopping this; never over-water or allow plants
to wilt for long periods of time.
I haven’t covered as much as I had intended, but I have run out of space. Maybe I can
pick up on this later. Call if I can help, or if you have questions. As usually happens this time of
year, I am out of the office working with farmers much of the time. I will try to return your call
as best I can. Our office number is .
